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The Ramblings of a Sentimental Engineer





If you give me a chance, I can explain everything...


My wife is both very frugal as well as being a devoted recycler.  Ok, she's cheap and collects garbage!  In fact, she is such a tightwad, that when she does allow herself the common pleasure of passing wind, only the dog can hear it.  I used to think that her cheapness was useful since every penny she saved meant more tools or beer for me.  However, I now fear that instead of just being your run-of-the-mill neurotic, my wife has really been in training to become a "bag lady."


For example, in the 20-years that we have been married, my wife has never thrown away a single twist-tie.  In fact, we have a kitchen cabinet dedicated specifically to her twist-tie collection.  She has them separated into two major groups based on whether they are "single ties" or "tie sheets" that have a dozen or so stuck together.  These two groups are then subdivided according to color, length and age.  She is very proud of the collection since it highlights such rare "twisties" (insider lingo) as a 1943 Wonder Bread "copper tie" as well as a mint-condition sheet of original "PZL" Glad sandwich-bag ties. (Note: PZL stands for "Pre-zip-lock"--about 1970 for you novices.)  


To be honest, it's not all that bad.  One good side effect is that when my in-laws are visiting, the tie collection will often preoccupy my mother-in-law and wife as they sort through it and recollect.  They will say things like, "Remember this one?   It was given to you by your Aunt Peggy that summer they visited from Wyoming."  At least I know where my wife got it from.  The good news is that it will also distract them from constantly nagging my father-in-law and I about drinking too much beer or wearing our underwear at the dinner table.


Therefore, it wouldn't be that big of a deal if her collecting just stopped there.  Unfortunately, however, there are several other categories of common household rubbish that she accumulates.  Some examples are, but are not necessarily limited to: old toothbrushes, empty toilet paper rolls, styrofoam peanuts, margarine containers, empty juice bottles, empty milk jugs, cardboard boxes, used plastic "silverware", used paper and plastic cups, bubble packing and both plastic and paper grocery bags.  Just these items alone currently take up one kitchen cabinet and a very large hall closet--that's because I got tired of having to park the car outside so I made her move her collections out of the garage.  


Also, don't assume that throwing it all away has never crossed my mind.  I tried it before and believe me when I tell you "it doesn't work."  In fact, one day I came home and found my wife doing what she always does--picking through the trash.  She was muttering something to herself like "why would anyone throw away a good band-aide that still has some sticky left on it?"


In fairness, maintaining a respectable garbage collection takes a great deal of effort and dedication.  For example, when we moved to Minnesota, I drove out here to start work before the rest of my family arrived.  Therefore, my wife was still in California, alone, when the moving company came to pack our house. When our belongings arrived here, I was completely surprised, to say the least, when I discovered some of the items she actually had packed and moved over 2,000 miles.  One box I opened was full of other empty boxes--her cardboard box collection.  Other interesting items I found included, but are not necessarily limited to: 2,063 assorted ketchup packets (Burger King, Wendy's, McDonald's, etc.); 127 old phone books from California, Texas, Florida and Maryland that dated as far back as 1983; a zip-lock baggie containing 8 pieces of elbow macaroni; 489 empty Metamucil bottles (Yes, I take Metamucil.); a half full vacuum bag; the kitchen sink stoppers from our California house; the kitchen sink stoppers from the house we lived in before that; the kitchen sink stoppers from the apartment we lived in after we got married; two quarter rolls of toilet paper; two pieces of half-used bath soap; that clear tube thing they used to suck up fluids when she was in labor; 548 assorted dead batteries (9v, AAA, AA, C, D, etc.); a box containing 289 burned out light bulbs; and, a bag of slightly used cat litter.  


I am pretty sure that this is when all of my problems started.  I couldn't help but cringe when I thought about what the people moving into our old house would say--especially if there happened to be an unexpected bathroom or dishwashing emergency.  However, it was the cat litter that probably pushed me over the proverbial edge.  I asked my wife, in what seemed to be a calm and controlled voice, "what in the blazing bleep, bleep, bleep is this?"   And, it was at this point in time when everything started to go blank.


And so, Your Honor... that pretty much explains why I was found naked, running down the street in broad daylight, screaming "Please take me now!" over and over and over and over again.





Chris				


----------------------(------------------------








Maximum Free and Open Competition II: The Return of the Son of Wrath


Christopher D. English, P.E.





	The last issue of this newsletter was almost entirely dedicated to "Maximum Free and Open Competition."  In addition, I recently emailed everyone a copy of the new RUS Contract Procurement Guide that outlines some of the ways to avoid problems.  However, I have received at least 10 sets of Contract Documents (CDs) since then which contain sole-source or restrictive bidding language.


	In these cases, I have either called or written the consultant and explained what the problems are and how to correct them.  However, this is beginning to occupy too much of my time as I must read every word of every contract to make sure we a complying with the policy.


	Therefore, I have decided to set a "drop-dead" date of July 15th, after which, all CDs that are submitted to RUS must comply with this policy.  After that date, CDs submitted that do not comply will be discarded or returned for being non-responsive.  (Note: If you are in doubt, please ask!)  A completed Contract Document Checklist must be provided.  To assist in this matter, I am attaching copies of these documents to this mailing.


	Finally, to assist you in avoiding some of the mistakes I have seen, I am providing the following amplifications/clarifications:





If there is absolutely no way to avoid a sole-source procurement, please provide a list of all items with the product manufacturer's name, the specification where it is called out, and description of why there is no alternatives available.  Also, please include a signed cover letter with a written justification of the need to conduct a sole-source procurement.


If there is more than one product that will work, either specify it using generic language and industry standards (AWWA, ASCE, ASTM, ASME, etc.) or name a minimum of two acceptable products as well as "or approved equal."


Avoid specifying a single material for products such as pipe.  For example, depending on the application, you should consider DIP, PVC, HDPE, CSP and/or RCP, when appropriate, as equals.  Please note that you can prepare bid schedules that account for different trenching/bedding needs for each pipe material if required.  


----------------------(------------------------








Minnesota Rural Water Reps may be Visiting your Project!





	Just like all legends, Chris Penn and I have finally met our match in the form of the Farm Bill.  And, due to the resulting increase in projects, we can no longer be in three places at the same time.


Instead, you may find your favorite MRWA Representative assisting RUS in performing construction-monitoring duties.  But, before you get your hopes up, we have put the MWR folks through the RD Construction Monitoring Boot Camp (RDCMBC).  Some of the courses taught were:





"How to Say 'No' 400 Different Ways"


"Searching For and Nurturing the Sensitive Side of a Contractor and/or Consultant"


"Sign What?"


"50 Popular Reasons Why I Accidentally Underbid this Project"


"50 Popular Reasons Why I Need to Increase Engineering Fees"


"Disappearing Spoils: How to Make Your Borrow Pit More Profitable"


	  


Seriously, we at RUS are glad to have any additional help we can get right now.  Please help us by helping the MRWA Reps to grow into their new environment.





----------------------(------------------------





RUS Quarterly Interest Rates (July 1, 2002, through September 30, 2002):





Poverty			4.50%


Intermediate    		4.75%


Market             		5.125%





----------------------(------------------------





A copy of the "NRWA Security Vulnerability Self-Assessment Guide for Small Drinking Water Systems" is being forward as an attachment for your use and reference.





Attached is a copy for your use and reference.





Name this Pond and its Age Contest


�


	Ever since my arrival at Minnesota RUS, I have been unfairly labeled a "pond hater."  In reality, the facts contradict this view as more than 60% of our wastewater funding continues to go to communities with stabilization ponds.  The key is that the community is of the appropriate size to create an economy of scale.


	One thing that has always struck me, however, is how many times I have been told that ponds have a 50 or 75 year life.  In reality, we spend more money on rehabilitating failing ponds than on any other wastewater problem except for collection systems.


	The picture above is a good example of a 50 year system--not!  Notice that the bull-rushes provide pretreatment as well as biosolids stabilization prior to the wastewater entering the ground.  These systems are known a "unintentional hybrid passive wetland reedbed storage ponds."  


	OK.  Here's the contest.  If you can name the above pond and when it was built, you will win your choice of a 6-pack of Grain Belt autographed by Chris Penn and I or his and hers toothbrushes and a year's supply of dental floss.


	Email entries to me by the next Newsletter.


(Note: If the winner is a MRWA, Liesch or Community Partners employee, they will automatically receive the toothbrushes and floss)


----------------------(------------------------





Did you know?





Some of the highest levels of nitrogen and phosphorous occur in streams and ground water in agricultural areas.





The annual amounts of total phosphorus and total nitrogen measured in agricultural streams were equivalent to about 20 percent of the phosphorus and 50 percent of the nitrogen that was applied annually to the land.








Bundling: How to Avoid Some Pitfalls


I am always surprised about how many ways there are to get into problems during bidding.  If you look at it from a global perspective, Construction Contracting is probably in the top five highest revenue generators.  Its no wonder then, that I often run into some of the smartest people using very creative methods to stretch their "profit margin."


One method I was just reminded of is "bundling."  In short, bundling is the grouping together of a large part of the equipment (i.e., electrical, mechanical, process, pumps, etc.), often from several different manufacturers, in order to bid it as a "complete project" from a single supplier.  This can be done by design or by accident.  If done by design, I have yet to come across a situation were it makes good economic sense.  Maybe that is because of the size of the contracts we typically deal with at RUS.


However, those responsible for preparing bidding documents must be aware of the potential for inadvertent bundling by the prime, subs or a supplier.  If there is any reason to suspect that bundling may occur, there are several ways to prevent it.  The key is to do your homework ahead of time by checking into suppliers or subs that could have a "lock" on some particular piece of equipment or on some part of the project work.


For example, if you decide to sole-source a particular piece of equipment, the manufacturer may require that prospective bidders also purchase from them other equipment--sometimes at a higher price.  The catch is that anyone bidding on the must cut a deal with this manufacturer in order to perform.  Obviously, they will then have to pass on the additional costs.


One way around this problem is to procure the special equipment separately through a direct negotiated contract.  Then, the remainder of the project equipment can then be bid normally as part of the base contract.


Another example is when the number of contractors or subs in an area that are qualified to perform a specialty craft is very small.  One example I am familiar with is slip-lining of a sewer.  In this case, you may find that the only qualified contractor in the area that is willing to bid on the project also wants to supply a certain slip-lining product as well as other related project materials.  In this case, you may decide to bid open cut trenching straight up against slip-lining just to keep things honest.


In closing, there are several different iterations of the bundling technique.  The key is to know what to look for and how to work around it.





----------------------(------------------------








Site Restoration: We might as Well!


	The RUS policy for when and what restoration is fundable and how it is paid for can often be misunderstood.  In short, RUS wants to stretch its funds to as many applicants as possible.  Because of this, we have established some policies and guidance related to site restoration.


	First, we will only pay for what needs to be disturbed and then, only to its original condition.  This means that a 40-ft wide road need not be torn up to put in a waterline that is 7-feet deep.  Similarly, the costs for restoring the water line trench should not be included in the wastewater project.


	I have received three projects in the last quarter that involved constructing sanitary sewer, watermain and storm sewer at the same time.  However, in all three cases, either all or 90% of the restoration costs somehow ended up under one utility.  The problem with this is that this is not fair to RUS, but it also makes me very embarrassed when I have to call and ask what your reasoning might be.  In one case, I actually had the following conversation:





Me: "Why are all of the restoration costs lumped under the watermain project?"


One of You: "The City only needed watermains so that is the original project.  However, since they have to tear up the whole road, we decided to replace all of the utilities.  Therefore, we put all of the restoration costs under the water project because we don't really need new sanitary or storm sewer because the original need was for new watermains only"


Me: "OK!  So what you are saying is that we are funding a project where two-thirds of the work is not needed?"


One of You: "No.  What I am saying is, that if we were not going to tear up the street, there would be no reason to replace the other utilities.  However, since the streets will be opened up anyway and since they will be new streets, it creates a need."


Me: "So, since you are replacing the whole road, you might as well replace all of the utilities because doing so means you need to replace the whole road?"


One of You: "Right!" 


Me: "I have a better idea. Why don't we change this to a loan-only storm sewer project that includes all of the restoration costs under it?  Then, since you really don't need storm sewer anyway, you can replace the other utilities you don't need plus the watermain and still have a reason to tear up the whole road so that it can be replaced."


One of You: "That doesn't make any sense.  We don't need new storm sewer.  This is a watermain replacement project."





	You can figure out how it ended.


Another restoration issue is that of seeding versus sod.  Again, in an effort to stretch our resources, we ask that only seeding (drilling, mats and/or hydroseed) be used.	


(Continued on page 3)





RUS to Convert to Digital Media


	Previous editions of this newsletter have hinted about transitioning to a digital environment.  Since then, I have gained some experience, thanks to Dan Bigalke and his team at Arden Environmental, in reviewing plans and specifications stored and delivered on a CD.  I like it!


	In order to speed up the transition, I have decided to to set a date after which everyone should be converted to digital media.  Right now, I am thinking about January 1, 2003.  After that date, plans and specifications submitted to RUS for review and approval shall be provided on a CD.


I know Dan put a lot of effort into making this transition at his own firm.  Therefore, I understand that this process is not something that will happen overnight--which is really my way of saying that you should not wait until the last minute to start addressing your own transition.


In order to assist you in making this change, I am will be working on the following issues/questions:





I would like to form a taskforce with representative from private consultants, MPCA, MDOH, DTED, SHPO, COE, etc.  The goal will be to develop a uniform format and to replace other archival formats, such as fiche, with digital storage media.  Please feel free to volunteer!


I will provide a full set of digital documents for every form required in the RUS construction contracts, including State forms on the RUS Minnesota Website in *.doc (Word) and/or *.pdf (Adobe Acrobat) formats.


I am fairly certain that the contract documents should be stored as *.pdf files to provide the widest access.  However, there is still the question of whether or not plans should be stored as read-only AutoCAD files (to protect your property) or converted to a *.pdf file.  The prior has the advantage of meeting industry standards but would require reviewers to acquire special software like VoloView.


Who else is currently doing this?  Does it integrate into the concept of "virtual plan review rooms?"


Will this cost you more or less?  Are their others you work with, such as suppliers, contractors or other engineers that would benefit from this also?


Will this work?


----------------------(------------------------











Alfred Tennyson Tennyson (1809-1892), " May love a puppy cur for no more reason than that the twain have been tied up together."





" When Freedom from her mountain-height, Unfurled her standard to the air, She tore the azure robe of night, And set the stars of glory there.  She mingled with its gorgeous dyes, The milky baldric of the skies, And striped its pure, celestial white, With streakings of the morning light. Flag of the free heart's hope and home!  By angel hands to valour given!  Thy stars have lit the welkin dome, And all thy hues were born in heaven.  Forever float that standard sheet!  Where breathes the foe but falls before us, With Freedom's soil beneath our feet, And Freedom's banner streaming o'er us?",  Joseph Rodman Drake (1795-1820),  The American Flag  (Happy 4th of July!)











(Restoration continued)


	


	To assist us in making this policy work, please consider the following:





Explain the policy to the applicant before it is too late.





As always, don't try to turn a street replacement project into a utility need.





Let the Applicant know that if they wish to replace the entire road surface, we can pay for part of the cost under the utility project but the rest will have to be a loan.  This is often a lot cheaper than they might expect.





Consider routing underground utilities in the boulevard, in unpaved streets, in allies or through other undeveloped areas when possible.





Consider trenchless construction methods such as relining, boring or pipe bursting.





Provide a table in the PER showing how the restoration costs were allocated and describe you methodology.





Remember that we have winter in Minnesota.  This may mean that roads may remain open and become muddy or need extra maintenance.  Plan ahead of time and include a contingency plan in the Contract if there are delays and surfacing is not completed on time.  Who will maintain it?  Will we leave it as is or import Class V?  If so, do I need more Class V in my quantities?





Finally, design roads for their intended use.  Sometimes, 8" of Class V and 2" of AC will work just fine.


----------------------(------------------------ 


Did you know? Did you know that 19 million tons of nitrogen and 4 million tons of phosphorous are land applied annually by agribusiness?  Did you know that the highest rates of application occur here in the Upper Midwest?  Did you know that 95% of all nutrient-loading in Minnesota comes from these sources?  Did you know that most of these discharges are not permitted or monitored? Did you know that a town with 104 people, located in a heavily farmed region of the state, was recently issued an ammonia limit of 1.0 mg/l?  Ever hear of killing gnats with atomic bombs?





Hawaiian Shirts are Mandatory!





�


I was Knighted recently by Vulcanus Rex, LXV, as a Vulcan Duke. Therefore, I am henceforth to be addressed as "Sir Duke of Turd-Hurding."  As such, I now proudly join an elite class of party-animals that includes such notables as Chris Penn, "Sir Duke of Delightful Drink and Delectable Food."


	Every year, Chris Penn holds a huge party at his house during Fridley 49er Days.  The parade passes right in front of his house so we have a front row seat of all the action.  To feed everyone, including the Vulcan Krewe, we will set up multiple grills in Penn's driveway and proceed to char massive quantities of meat.  The key is to keep Penn's 17-year-old son and his friends from eating everything before the parade even starts.


	As you can imagine, this much hard work can sometimes lead to extreme thirst and that might require a libation or two...


	"Hale the Vulc!"





----------------------(------------------------





As always, please feel free to call if you have any questions.  If you want to be added to this mailing list, please send a request to me at: � HYPERLINK mailto:christopher.english@mn.usda.gov ��christopher.english@mn.usda.gov�














USDA Rural Development is an equal opportunity lender. Send complaints of discrimination to:

Secretary of Agriculture, Washington D.C., 20250


